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The Journey of the Song Cycle:  
From “The Iliad” to “American Idiot” 
 
Katrina Gingerich 
Cedarville University 
 
The song cycle has been one of the most important musical forms across the span 
of vocal music. From the time of Beethoven’s composition of An die ferne 
Geliebte to the present, the elements of a song cycle have remained unchanged. It 
is still one of the most emotionally powerful musical forms in the classical 
repertoire. Not only has its power touched the classical music world, but the form 
of the song cycle is also present in ancient epic poetry as well as the modern day 
concept album, making the song cycle one of the only musical forms to span 
thousands of years of human history. 
 
The definition of a song cycle has necessarily changed along with the relevant 
musical concepts. A traditional classical era view defines a song cycle as a series 
of three or more clearly individual songs with related tonicities and a central 
poetic theme.1 A more modern definition says a song cycle makes use of “the 
cross reference of a motive, harmonic progression, or harmonic/contrapuntal 
complex;…cross reference and/or pattern completion at strategic points to define 
formal boundaries;…a logical key succession;…the association of key and 
character, or, of musical character with the ongoing progress of the work;…the 
use of mode for expressive (and often ironic) effect;…cyclic closure by means of 
pattern completion, summary statement, or other means.”2 
 
In addition to this, song cycles use the accompaniment music as a commentary on 
the text by means of text painting. A combination of all this information defines 
the song cycle: a musical form with three or more defined sections that uses text 
painting and a logical sequence of tonicities to express a single poetic theme. 
 
The first serious work traditionally classified as a “song cycle” was Ludwig van 
Beethoven’s An die ferne Geliebte,3 composed in 1814 to a set of six poems 
written by Aloys Jeitteles. As the first major song cycle, An die ferne Geliebte set 
the standard for what would become the traditional stylistic traits of the song 
cycle. Beethoven used six clearly distinct sections (one for each poem), text 
painting, and related tonicities (E-flat is the key of the first and last songs, the 
other songs all relate back to E-flat often through mediant relationships). The title 
An die ferne Geliebte means “to the distant beloved” and deals with the concept of 
                                                          
1
 Peake “Song Cycle,” 3-4. 
2
 Kaminsky, 39. 
3
 Peake “Antecedents,” 242. 
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longing; the speaker desires to be with his beloved
Beethoven’s only song cycle
 
Three compositional devices make this work different from the mus
before it: smooth transitions between songs, the importance of the accompaniment 
part, and the integration of text painting. In this song cycle, all of the songs are to 
be played consecutively; there is no thick ending bar anywhere in the cycl
because the songs were intended to 
between songs are additionally smoothed by relating the key of each song to E
flat which is the primary key of the cycle. The
musical than was often given to accompaniments prior to Beethoven
in the score (Ex. 1), the vocalist sings 
the piano plays the melodic line!     
                                                               
 
Ex. 1. Ludwig van Beethoven, 
 
This was a very adventurous move for Beethoven to make musically.
beautifully evokes the text of this particular section. The literal translation of this 
verse says “There is the restful valley
the rock/Quietly the primrose meditates/Blows so lightly the wind/
there!” The music text paints the image of the speaker sitting still and observing 
the nature around him. 
 
Following closely in the steps of 
first song cycle, Die Schöne Müllerin
four poems by Wilhelm Müller telling the story of a young man who falls in love 
with the miller’s daughter (hence the title “The Beautiful Miller
rejected by her and commits suicide.
of song cycle form since audiences from the 
have loved this work. 
accompaniment to match the more r
are quite virtuosic. 
 
Schumann was the third great composer of song cycles. 
Love,” his most famous cycle, 
                                                          
4
 English translations of text at 
http://www.recmusic.org/lieder/assemble_texts.html?LanguageId=7&SongCycleId=48
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 who is far away from him. 
 and was composed after he was completely deaf
ic that came 
be a continuous circle of song. The transitions 
 accompaniment part
. At 
a repeated note for thirteen measures while 
 
 
An die ferne Geliebt No. 2, mm. 25-29. 
 However, it 
/Stilled are suffering and sorrow/
I wish I were 
An die ferne Geliebte came Franz Schubert’s 
, written in 1823. It is a setting of twenty
-maid”) 
4
 This cycle helped to establish the popularity 
nineteenth-century to the present 
Schubert also continued to expand the role of the 
omantic ideology; his piano accompaniments 
Dichterliebe “The Poet’s 
was composed in 1840. It is a setting of Heinrich 
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 is more 
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Where in 
-
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Heine’s Lyrisches Intermezzo
romanticized description of the love of the P
alten, bösen Lieder” (The old, angry songs) opens
in octaves (Ex. 2) but as the music progresses, the poet becomes more nostalgic 
about his love and the music becomes sadder and more romantic sounding. By the 
end, instead of being angry he is shedding tears. The last words
are, “How could the coffin [in which he is burying his old dreams] be so large and 
heavy? I would also sink my love with my pain in it.”
  
Ex. 2. Robert Schumann, “Die alten, bösen Lieder,” mm. 1
 
Schumann’s effect on the genre of the song cycle can hardly be overstated. As 
Barbara Turchin explains
 
Schumann, along with his fellow song reviewers on 
the staff of the 
first (and perhaps only) group during the nine
century to stress the desirability of musical as well 
as poetic coherence and integrity in a song cycle. 
More specifically, to all the commentators in this 
group, close key relationships between adjacent 
songs constituted the primary means of musica
coherence.
 
Schumann did more to raise the level of music to the level of text in importance
than any previous composer
direction, but Schumann was more overt and verbal in his quest to 
accompaniment its full capability
 
One of the next important song cycles is Hugo Wolf’s 
1888. The cycle is a set of fifty
                                                          
5
 English translation of text at 
    <http://members.macconnect.com/users/j/jimbob/classical/Schumann_Op48.html#song16>.
6
 Turchin, 232. 
 Volume 1  Number 2  
, from Das Buch der Lieder. Dichterliebe is a highly 
oet. The last piece in the cycle “Die 
 with a very dramatic piano solo 
 of the song cycle 
5
   
-5. 
:  
Neue Zeitschrift für Musik, were the 
teenth 
l 
6
 
. Schubert and Beethoven certainly moved in this 
elevate
. 
Mörike Lieder composed in 
-three poems written by the German poet Eduard 
 
67 
 
 
 the 
 
68 
 
Mörike dealing with love, nature, travel, and Christianit
to shift the genre from telling
mood or about one subject
cycles by Schubert and Schumann
piano and vocal parts, the accompaniment is text
Wolf does add more chromaticism and 
example in No. 6, “Er ist’s
note value of sixteenth triplets in th
song gives a distinct contr
Ex. 3. Hugo Wolf, 
 
Wolf also uses non-traditional harmonies
conception of tonality. For example the beginning of No. 8 “Begegnung” opens 
with an A-flat minor tonality (retained as a pedal tone in the piano part for the 
first twelve measures) even though the v
tonality that is mostly major (Ex. 
                                                          
7
 Wolf, ix – xiii. 
Gingerich  The Journey of the Song Cycle
y.7  This song cycle began 
 a complete story to being a group of songs in 
. The musical style retains many characteristics of the 
: the music is lyrical and melodic in b
-focused, and the music is tonal.
less traditional rhythms to his music
,” Wolf uses the unusual rhythm of 4/8 with a basic
e piano part. The voice stays in duple, so the 
ast between two and three (Ex. 3). 
Mörike Lieder No. 6, “Er ist’s,” mm. 28-30. 
 that reflect the more romantic era 
ocal part enters with a cle
4).  
 
one 
oth the 
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ar E-flat 
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Ex. 4. Hugo Wolf, 
 
The next important song cycle explodes into the atonality of the 
century. It is Schoenberg’s cycle 
Three Times Seven Poems
for voice, flute/piccolo, clarinet, violin/viola, cello, and piano
accompaniment. The unique sound of this cycle comes from the style of 
vocalizing, which Schoenbe
the singer to create a timbre
giving an eerie feeling to the composition. 
 
Ex. 5. Arnold Schoenberg, 
 Volume 1  Number 2  
 
Mörike Lieder No. 8, mm. 1-8. 
Pierrot lunaire published in 1912 from the 
 by Albert Giraud. Pierrot lunaire is uniquely
 instead of solo 
rg called Sprechstimme [spoken-voice]. He desired 
 between spoken language and sung melody
 
 
 
Pierrot lunaire No. 5, mm. 28-29. 
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twentieth 
 scored 
 (Ex. 5) 
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Text painting is the one element of a song cycle that Schoenberg did not include. 
He intended for Pierrot lunaire to be primarily music-driven instead of text-
driven. He says: 
 
The performers’ task here is at no time to derive the 
mood and character of the individual pieces from 
the meaning of the words, but always solely from 
the music. To the extent that the tonepainterly [sic] 
representation of the events and feelings in the text 
were of importance to the composer, it will be 
found in the music anyway. Wherever the performer 
fails to find it, he must resist adding something that 
the composer did not intend. If he did so, he would 
not be adding, but subtracting.8  
 
The tonalities of Pierrot lunaire are very non-traditional, almost to the point of 
being non-existent. Tonality became so ambiguous that aural perception of key 
relationships was meaningless; each pitch had equal value and sound.  
 
Since Schoenberg, many more song cycles have been composed, but they have 
mostly continued in the same style laid out by Beethoven, Schubert, Schumann, 
Wolf, and Schoenberg. Several of the more important recent song cycles are The 
Holly Sonnets of John Donne by Benjamin Britten, Songs of Travel by Vaughan 
Williams, Hermit Songs by Samuel Barber, A Year of Birds by Malcolm 
Williamson, Honey and Rue by André Previn, and A Winter Come by Morten 
Lauridsen.  
 
Though the traditional view of the song cycle is that Beethoven was the first 
major composer of the genre,9 epic poetry such as Beowulf, the Iliad, and the 
Odyssey also fit the concept of a song cycle. Though epics are known primarily as 
poetry, they were originally performed in a song-like manner with instrumental 
accompaniment. They were not necessarily sung the whole way through, and 
often use more of a speak-singing timbre rather than full voice singing. 
Schoenberg uses a similar device in his Pierrot lunaire cycle. Epics are usually 
self-accompanied with only a lyre or similar instrument unlike song cycles that 
have an accompanist separate from the vocalist. The music of an epic would also 
be somewhat improvised instead of being completely written out so that it could 
flow with the story. It is generally agreed that the bards had a basic story line 
memorized, which they adjusted to oblige the audience for whom they were 
performing.   
 
The Norse epic Beowulf is an excellent example of an epic that is related to the 
song cycle. Benjamin Bagby has done a significant amount of work in the genre 
                                                          
8
 Schoenberg, 54. 
9
 Brewerton, 115. 
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of epic poetry and has created a video of himself performing Beowulf as it would 
have originally been performed with an Anglo-Saxon lyre. Bagby speaks, speak-
sings, and sings the text while accompanying himself on an Anglo-Saxon lyre, 
which he made himself.10 Beowulf has forty-four large sections, related tonicities, 
and significant text painting. The tonicities are always related, because the Anglo-
Saxon lyre has only six strings and is usually tuned in a pentatonic-type scale, or a 
scale that emphasizes intervals of a fourth or fifth.11 The text painting that Bagby 
uses in his performance is wonderful! In Chapter 2, when the bard is describing 
Grendel’s wrecking of Heorot, the voice makes wailing crying sounds. In Chapter 
1, the harp and voice depict the celebration and music that took place in Heorot, 
“So lived the clansmen in cheer and revel a winsome life,” but the music suddenly 
stops, and the fiend Grendel is introduced “till one began to fashion evils, that 
fiend of hell. Grendel this monster grim was called.”12 In Chapter 4, when Unferth 
challenges Beowulf’s courage by recounting his loss of a race at sea to Breca, 
Bagby colors his voice to create a drunken sound giving the idea that Unferth was 
drunk and therefore foolish to challenge Beowulf.13 
 
It is probable that most, if not all, epic poetry was performed in this manner, 
although there has not been as much research on reconstructing Greek epic 
performances as has been given to Norse epics. The connection of music and 
poetry is evident in Greek mythology, such as the tale of Orfeo, famous for his 
music and poetry. His mother was Calliope, the Muse connected with philosophy 
and epic poetry.14 It was not unusual for the Greeks to think of music and poetry 
as two parts of the same thing, although our culture tends to separate them.  
 
Song cycles not only extend further back in history than the classical era, they 
have also been integrated into modern day pop culture through the advent of the 
concept album. A concept album possesses all the defining characteristics of a 
song cycle but expresses them in more modern language: three or more defined 
sections that use text painting and a logical sequence of tonicities to express a 
single poetic theme. There are two big differences between concept albums and 
song cycles, however. First, concept albums often have more than one vocalist or 
narrator in a song. Second, concept albums are primarily a recorded musical form, 
while song cycles can be performed live or recorded. 
 
One of the first musicians to create a narrative-driven concept album was Frank 
Zappa. He was directly influenced by Igor Stravinsky,15 and composed in many 
different styles including classical, rock ’n roll and jazz. His album Freak Out!, 
released in 1966, is the first concept album in rock music. There are certainly 
earlier examples of concept albums, such as Folk Songs of the Hills by Merle 
                                                          
10
 Beowulf. 
11
 Baby, 190. 
12
 “Beowulf.” 
13
 Beowulf 
14
 Paranda. 
15
 Borders, 126. 
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Travis (folk), House Rent Party by Pete Johnson (jazz), In the Wee Small Hours 
by Frank Sinatra (jazz), and Ride This Train by Johnny Cash (folk), but these 
concept albums were just albums centered on a concept instead of being narrative-
driven. Zappa's third concept album, Lumpy Gravy, “took the concept album to 
the next stage in its modernist development.”16 It has no breaks between songs, 
although there are distinct sections: Part 1 is structured A B1 C B2 D B3 + coda 
(an inverted rondo form) and Part 2 uses a more complex theme and variations 
type form.17  The lyrics to both parts create a single poetic theme; the lyrics are 
structured as conversations between characters. Part 1 is more of a narrative, 
while Part 2 consists of short conversation clips with the same themes or phrases 
repeated in different ways.18  Zappa also uses text painting techniques. For 
example, on Track 6 at 545 a voice says “Bored out .90 over with 3 
Stromberg 97’s” and the music become very machine-like with lots of different 
rhythms and sounds like bolts being dropped. Tonicities are somewhat related 
because the music (or sounds) never completely stop. However, by this point in 
musical development the concept of relating tonicities was nearly meaningless 
because dodecaphony and polytonality had nearly eradicated the aural sense of 
how keys should be related, so all pitches were treated equally. 
 
The recordings of Frank Zappa, especially Freak Out! were one of the main 
influences on the Beatles.19 Their most famous concept album, released in 1967, 
Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band catapulted the concept album to popular 
fame. Frank Zappa’s work was somewhat more eclectic in style, like Stravinsky; 
but the Beatles’ style was a bit more cohesive and fit better into the pop genre. 
Sgt. Pepper contains thirteen distinct songs (seven on Side 1 and six on Side 2). It 
is a bit difficult to analyze the keys of the songs and obtain a coherent tonal 
expression, though E and G seem to be somewhat more important keys. However, 
this is not out of keeping with the modern traditions in either classical or popular 
culture. The text painting is less overt than text painting in classical song cycles 
because the focus of the composers seems to have shifted back to the text; the 
music is less of a commentary on the text. However, the style or mode of a 
particular song helps to color the meaning of the individual song. For example, 
“Within You, Without You” is about universality so it was recorded using an 
Indian orchestra which emphasizes the concept of universal unity. The central 
theme of Sgt. Pepper is the idea of the fake personas of the Beatles as Sergeant 
Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. The album is designed to simulate a live 
performance.  
 
Since these two initial recordings, concept albums have continued to develop and 
grow in popularity. Many more concept albums have been made, such as: The 
Story of Simon Simopath by Nirvana, Tommy by The Who, The Dark Side of the 
                                                          
16
 Borders, 128, 142. 
17
 Ibid., 126. 
18
 Lyrics at <http://globalia.net/donlope/fz/lyrics/Lumpy_Gravy.html#Very> 
19
 Borders, 153. 
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Moon and The Wall by Pink Floyd, Antichrist Superstar, Mechanical Animals, 
and Holy Wood by Marilyn Manson, and American Idiot by Green Day. 
 
The form of the song cycle is present in concept albums and epic poetry as well as 
its traditional classical music form. The melding of story and song happens so 
naturally, the two were truly created to work together. Whether in an ancient 
mead-hall, a nineteenth-century salon, or a modern-day living room the song 
cycle has adjusted and will continue to adjust throughout history to remain one of 
the most important forms of musical expression.  
 
 
 
Bibliography 
Bagby, Benjamin. "Beowulf, the Edda, and the Performance of Medieval Epic: 
Notes from the Workshop of a Reconstructed %u201CSinger of 
Tales%u201D." Performing Oral Narrative. Ed. Nancy Regalado and 
Evelyn Vitz. Boydell & Brewer, 2005. 181-92. Perspectives from 
Contemporary Performers. University of Georgia. 
http://cavender.myweb.uga.edu/harp_project/PerformingMedNarr_13.pdf 
(Accessed October 28, 2009). 
Beethoven, Ludwig. An die ferne Geliebte Op. 98. Milwaukee: Schirmer, 1902.  
"Beowulf." Beowulf in Hypertext. Trans. F. B. Gummere. Ed. C. W. Elliot. 
McMaster University. 
http://www.humanities.mcmaster.ca/~beowulf/main.html (Accessed 
October 28, 2009). 
Beowulf. Dir. Stellan Olsson. Perf. Benjamin Bagby. Charles Marrow Productions 
LLC, 2006. DVD. 
Bingham, Ruth. “Song Cycle, 1790-1840.” Ph.D. diss., Cornell University, 1993. 
Ann Arbor: UMI Dissertation Services, 1997.  
Borders, James. "Form and the Concept Album: Aspects of Modernism in Frank 
Zappa's Early Releases." Perspectives of New Music 39 no. 1 (Winter 
2001): 118-160. JSTOR. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/833535?origin=JSTOR-pdf (Accessed January 
20, 2010). 
Brewerton, Erik. "Reflections on Beethoven's Songs." The Musical Times 68, no. 
1008 (February 1, 1927): 114-117. JSTOR. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/913096 (Accessed October 28, 2009). 
74 Gingerich  The Journey of the Song Cycle 
 
"Composer: Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827)." The Lied and Art Songs Text 
Page. http://www.recmusic.org/lieder/b/beethoven.html (Accessed 
January 29, 2010). 
"Die Schöne Müllerin, D.795 (Op.25) (Schubert, Franz) - IMSLP/Petrucci Music 
Library: Free Public Domain Sheet Music." International Music Score 
Library Project (IMSLP) Portal. 
http://imslp.org/wiki/Die_Sch%C3%B6ne_M%C3%BCllerin,_D.795_(Op
.25)_(Schubert,_Franz) (Accessed March 20, 2010). 
"The Fair Miller Maid: Song Cycle by Franz Peter Schubert (1797-1828)" The 
Lied and Arts Songs Text Page. 
http://www.recmusic.org/lieder/assemble_texts.html?LanguageId=7&Son
gCycleId=48 (Accessed January 29, 2010). 
Gloag, Kenneth. "Review: All You Need Is Theory? The Beatles' 'Sgt. Pepper'" 
Music & Letters Nov. 1998: 577-83. JSTOR. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/854627 (Accessed January 28, 2010). 
Guillaume de Machaut. Le livre dou voir dit (The Book of the True Poem). Ed. 
Daniel Leech-Wilkinson. Trans. R. Barton Palmer. New York: Garland 
Pub., 1998.  
Hallmark, Rufus E., ed. German Lieder in the Nineteenth Century. 2nd ed. New 
York: Schirmer, 1996.  
Kaminsky, Peter. "The Popular Album as Song Cycle: Paul Simon's 'Still Crazy 
after All These Years.'" College Music Symposium 32 (1992): 38-54. 
JSTOR. http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdfplus/40374201.pdf?acceptTC=true 
(Accessed October 28, 2009). 
 
Kimball, Carol. Song: A Guide to Art Song Style and Literature. Milwaukee, WI: 
Hal Leonard, 2005. 
Kramer, Richard. Distant Cycles: Schubert and the Conceiving of Song. Chicago: 
University of Chicago, 1994.  
———. "Schubert's Heine." 19th-Century Music 8, no. 3 (Spring 1985): 213-225. 
JSTOR. http://www.jstor.org/stable/746512 (Accessed January 28, 2010). 
Lewis, Christopher. "Text, Time, and Tonic: Aspects of Patterning in the 
Romantic Cycle." Intégral 2 (1988): 37-73. JSTOR. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40213906 (Accessed January 28, 2010). 
Musical Offerings  2010  Volume 1  Number 2  75 
 
 
Lord, Albert B. The Singer of Tales. New York: Atheneum, 1978.  
Mahler, Gustav. "Mahler: Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen and 
Kindertotenlieder." William and Gayle Cook Music Library. Indiana 
University School of Music. 
http://www.dlib.indiana.edu/variations/scores/cag4966/large/index.html 
(Accessed March 31, 2010). 
Mark, Jeffrey. "The Song-Cycle in England: Some Early 17th-Century 
Examples." The Musical Times 66, no. 986 (April 1, 1925): 325-328. 
JSTOR. http://www.jstor.org/stable/912405 (Accessed January 28, 2010). 
McCreless, Patrick. "Song Order in the Song Cycle: Schumann's 'Liederkreis’, 
Op. 39." Music Analysis 5, no. 1 (March, 1986): 5-28. JSTOR. 
http://http://www.jstor.org/stable/854339 (Accessed January 28, 2010). 
Neumeyer, David. "Organic Structure and the Song Cycle: Another Look at 
Schumann's ‘Dichterliebe’" Music Theory Spectrum 4 (Spring 1982): 92-
105. JSTOR. http://www.jstor.org/stable/746012 (Accessed January 28, 
2010). 
Paranda, Carlos, and Maicar Förlag. "Orpheus." Greek Mythology Link. 1997. 
http://homepage.mac.com/cparada/GML/Orpheus.html (Accessed October 
28, 2009). 
Peake, Luise. "The Antecedents of Beethoven's ‘Liederkreis.’" Music & Letters 
63, no. 3/4 (July-October, 1982): 242-260. JSTOR. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/736549 (Accessed January 28, 2010). 
———. The Song Cycle: A Preliminary Inquiry into the Beginnings of the 
Romantic Song Cycle and the Nature of an Art Form. Ph.D. diss., 
Columbia University, 1971. Ann Arbor: University Microfilms, 1981.  
Schœnberg, Arnold. Verkla rte Nacht and Pierrot Lunaire. New York: Dover, 
1994.  
Schumann, Robert. Dichterliebe. New York: Norton, 1971.  
Stevens, Denis. A History of Song. New York: Norton, 1960.  
Stravinsky, Igor. Pribaoutki: Chansons Plaisantes. London: J. & W. Chester, 
c.1924.  
Strauss, Richard. Kramerspiegel Op. 66. London: Boosey & Hawkes, 1959.  
76 Gingerich  The Journey of the Song Cycle 
 
Swan, Donald. The Road Goes Ever On: A Song Cycle. Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 1967.  
Turchin, Barbara. "Schumann's Song Cycles: The Cycle within the Song." 19th 
Century Music 8, no. 3 (1985): 231-244. JSTOR. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/746514 (Accessed January 28, 2010). 
"What Is Art Song." Song. Lotte Lehman Foundation. 
http://voxnovamedia.com/artsong/gs/gs_WhatisArtSong.shtml (Accessed 
April 6, 2010). 
Wolf, Hugo. The Complete Möricke Songs. New York: Dover Publications, 1982.  
Youens, Susan. "Behind the Scenes: ‘Die Schöne Müllerin’ before Schubert." 
19th-Century Music 15, no. 1 (Summer, 1991): 3-22. JSTOR. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/746295 (Accessed January 28, 2010). 
